• 1- 

Systems and Methods for Online Selection of Service Providers and 
Management of Service Accounts 

Inventor: Rod Rigole 

5 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

This application claims the benefit of priority to US provisional patent 

application Serial No. 60/173,881 , filed December 30, 1999, which is hereby 

1 0 incorporated by reference as if set forth in its entirety. 

There are thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of websites which sell 
products online. Some of these websites sell products within a particular 
category (e.g. eToys for toys), while others have emerged as online shopping 
malls (e.g. Amazon. corn's, Bizrate.com, zShops) where consumers can find a 

15 variety of products which are not necessarily related or within a particular 
category. However, one area of commerce has been relatively ignored with the 
proliferation of dotcom businesses. This neglected area of eCommerce is 
services. 

Not surprisingly, many partial substitutes exist in the marketplace. The 
20 major telecom companies advertise their "rate plans" on their websites and 
numerous websites offer cellular phone or paging services. Utilrties.com from 
IdeaLab offers utilities in certain markets. Mortgage.com and others offer home 
loans. Numerous websites offer automobile insurance. 
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While there are entities which sell or promote services online, services 
ranging from accounting to website design, there is not a single website which 
provides adequate systems and methods that allow the consumers and 
businesses to shop in one place for services under a variety of service sectors 
an online "services mall" so to speak. 

The systems and methods for making, processing, and accepting online 
applications for a particular kind of service are known. For example, US Patent 
No. 5,966,699 of Zandi, entitled "System and Method for Conducting Loan 
Auction over Computer Network tt discloses, among other things, systems of an 
online auction of a loan. The '699 patent is hereby incorporated by reference for 
all that is disclosed therewithin as if set forth herein in its entirety. Similarly, US 
Patent No. 5,995,947 of Fraser, et al., entitled "Interactive Mortgage and Loan 
Information and Real-Time Trading System " discloses, among other things, an 
online loan application system. The '947 patent is hereby incorporated by 
reference for all that Is disclosed therewithin as if set forth herein in its entirety. 
However, none of the aforementioned sites or systems provides one-stop 
shopping for consumers to compare and shop for services on-line and manage, 
update, add or cancel service accounts across a variety of different service 
sectors using a single or minimal number of user interfaces. 

One probable reason why there is not a single website that adequately 
addresses the needs of consumers and business shopping for a variety of 
services is the fundamental differences between providers of goods and 
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providers of services. Goods are tangible items that are typically manufactured 
according to standard specifications and priced independent of the attributes of a 
particular consumer. Goods are often standardized so that they are suitable for a 
large population of consumers. In contrast, services are often provided and 
5 priced depending on the unique attributes and circumstances of a particular 
consumer or group of consumers. To illustrate the differences, a microwave 
oven can be purchased by a consumer regardless of the consumer's location, 
age, level of education, etc. On the other hand, a service program such as 
health insurance might depend on all the foregoing. In further illustration, 

10 another service such as mortgage brokerage services might depend on a 
different set of consumer characteristics such as the consumer's annual income, 
estimated market value of home, credit history, etc. Because of the unique 
nature of each individual seeking services and the unique nature of the 
characteristics required by service providers to produce service pricing and 

15 offerings, there has yet to be a system or methods that allow consumers to have 
a single source for a variety of service needs over a variety of service sectors. 

As can be appreciated from the foregoing discussion, there are many 
complexities and logistics associated with the online selection of service 
providers. While there have been some attempts toward reducing the time and 

20 effort involved in the process, existing systems and methods have problems that 
need to be addressed. Accordingly, there is a substantial need for systems and 
methods that enable one-stop shopping for consumers to compare and shop for 
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services on-line, manage, update, add and/or cancel service accounts across a 
variety of different service sectors. 
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5 SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides systems and methods that overcome the 
problems in the prior art. The systems and methods may be implemented 

O 

through a website that serves as an intermediary or "interchange party 11 between 

SI 

m consumers/businesses needing services and the service providers. The 

W 

£ 10 interchange party allows consumers and businesses (hereinafter "consumers- 
means consumers and/or businesses) access to a variety of different services 
from a variety of different service providers over a variety of service sectors. 
Hereinafter the consumers in need of services, the interchange party, and/or the 
service providers may be referred to as a "participating party" or "participating 
15 parties". The present invention's advantages include the following, alone or in 
various combinations with each other 

• systems and methods that allow consumers and businesses to shop and 
compare services in one place on-line; 

• systems and methods that allow consumers and businesses to achieve 
20 savings over the short term and long term from online and/or automated 

handling of transactions with a variety service providers over a variety of 
service sectors; 
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• systems and methods that free consumers and businesses from time- 
consuming, tedious processes of paying bills and managing accounts; 

• systems and methods that automatically notify consumers and businesses of 
service offerings that better suit their needs and/or automatically enrolls 
consumers and businesses In better service programs; 

• systems and methods that reward consumers and businesses through 
incentive and pooling programs; 

• systems and methods for mining data and reporting to participating parties 
information derived from the mining and/or designing service programs based 
on information derived from the mined data; 

• systems and methods for "single entry" of data which may be presented to, 
accessed by, or gathered by a plurality of participating parties having a need 
for or interest in the data or information generated therefrom ("single entry" 
means that only one participating party needs to enter data or information 
needed by or of interest to other participating parties); and 

• other systems and methods that are expressly described herein or are 
contemplated herein and will be apparent to persons skilled in the art from the 
teachings herein. 

Technologies for implementing the systems and methods of the present 
invention may include any number or combination of technologies well known to 
persons skilled in the art, such as database technologies like SQL (Oracle, DB2, 
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or Microsoft), and programming languages useful in web programming such as 
ASP/JSP, JavaScript, Perl, CGI, XLM, COM/DCOM, Java, etc. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 shows an overview of computer systems in network communication. 

Figs. 2 illustrates features that would be typically found in a computer 
system that is included in the system of Fig. 1 

Fig. 3 is a flowchart representing a general overview of some method 
steps according to the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides systems and methods that, among other 

things, enable consumers to compare and shop for services on-line, manage, 
update, add and/or cancel service accounts across a variety of different service 
sectors. 

In one possible embodiment, the present invention provides a website 
included in an Interchange Party Computer System ("IPCS") that allows 
consumers to select from a variety of different services from a variety of different 
service providers. It is designed to give the consumer information so that they 
can make an informed choice. It is also designed to make the selection and 
transfer process easy and without any disruption in service. In this regard, the 
present invention provides user interfaces that streamline the selection of service 
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providers and the management of service accounts. The IPCS website may be 
organized by service sector, such as long distance telephone or utilities. Once 
the consumer selects the desired service sector, a listing of service providers for 
that particular category is provided. At this point, the consumer can use a criteria 
5 feature to list the services in order of preference based upon one or more 
selected characteristics, such as price or service level. The consumer can then 
select a particular service provider and review the pertinent service information. 
And once the consumer decides on a particular service and provider, an online 
enrollment process provides data fields for the consumer to input their identifying 

10 information. The information is then processed, the selected service initiated, 
and the consumer is sent a confirming email or other electronic message. The 
service provider and consumer information is stored on computer systems, i.e., 
servers or databases on part of the IPCS, on third party provider computer 
systems associated with the IPCS or at a service provider computer system 

1 5 associated with the IPCS. 

The IPCS provides one or more of the following features: automatic bill 
payment; an intelligent agent for providing information updates about service 
programs; a best service program that provides information as to which choices 
best meet the needs of a consumer or business; search engine for finding 

20 service providers; incentive programs that award services and businesses 
subscribing to services through the provided system; data mining features for 
extracting information based on consumer and business transactions with service 
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providers participating in the system. These, and additional features, are 
described more fully below. They can be selected by the consumer at any time 
from the IPCS. The IPCS website providing the online storefront of service 
providers may receive a sign-up fee and/or an ongoing percentage of the billings 
5 for the service. A portion of these "fees" may be returned to the consumer in the 
form of incentive points. 

As described in more detail below, the present invention provides a 
means for a consumer to create a single profile that may be used by a plurality of 
service providers providing a plurality of different services to provide offers for 
10 service. 

The systems, methods, and features of the present invention may be 
implemented through a Selection and Transaction Network ("STN"), a system of 
networked computers that permits participating parties to exchange information 
and engage in online transactions with each other relating to the provision of 

15 services over a variety of service sectors. The STN generally means a system 
that permits input, transfer, managing and computing of data and/or information 
relative to different participating parties relating to one-stop shopping for 
consumers. The IPCS is at the heart of the STN and provides a single website 
which, among other things, allows consumers to compare and shop for services 

20 on-line, create, manage, update, add and/or cancel service accounts across a 
variety of different service sectors. The STN system may be described in terms 
of the computer systems controlled by participating parties and supporting parties 
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(e.g., credit checking agencies) which may play an ancillary role in transactions 
between consumers and service providers. 

One advantage of the STN is that it enables "single entry" of data so that 
only one participating party needs to enter data needed by or of interest to a 
plurality of other participating parties, and to deliver it to the other parties, and the 
party entering the data needs to enter it only once. Generally, "data" means 
facts and beliefs about the real world; "information" is data that has been 
processed and formatted to support decision-making. Data may be processed to 
generate information. Information may also be processed to generate further 
information. The information that has been processed may itself be data 
depending on the context. "Data" or "information" includes data and/or 
information formatted into or as electronic files. For convenience herein, the 
terms "data" and "information" shall each be inclusive of both data and 
information, unless otherwise expressly or contextually indicated. 

Fig. 1 shows an overview of an STN 1, according to the present invention. 
The STN includes the computer systems of the participating parties in the STN, 
namely IPCS 2, a plurality of consumer computer systems 3, a plurality of 
service provider computer systems 4, and supporting party computer systems 
(not shown). 

The plurality of service provider computer systems 4 can be grouped 
under a plurality of service sectors, each sector being represented by a plurality 
of service providers in the sector. For the benefit of consumers, the more sectors 
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and service providers that are represented in the STN, the more convenient the 
STN will be for consumers, and the better the competition will be among service 
providers to provide price reductions and values to the consumers. Although the 
present invention is not limited to any specific number of service sectors or 
5 service providers under a sector, it would be advantageous to consumers to have 
at least five different service sectors represented in the STN. It would be 
advantageous to consumers to have at least three service providers represented 

o 

$ under at least five service sectors. It would be even more advantageous to 

yl consumers to have at least seven different service sectors represented in the 

r- ; 

S 10 STN. It would be even more advantageous to consumers to have at least five 
- y service providers represented under at least seven service sectors. It would be 

E 

fl particularly advantageous to consumers to have at least ten service sectors. It 

pi; 

Sj would be particularly advantageous to consumers to have at least seven service 

M providers represented under at least ten service sectors. 

15 The STN 1 may be used to communicate data between the participating 

parties or other computer systems. For example, it may capture data from 
electronic application forms presented on electronic pages such as web pages or 
email pages; other electronic forms; verification or approval forms or files, etc. 
The system may include means to organize captured data into records in a 
20 database or into known electronic file formats; it may transmit or present data to 
other participating party computer systems; it may evaluate, process, or 
otherwise compute data and information; and/or it may receive data from others 
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involved in the transactions and communication between or among participating 
parties. 

Looking more specifically at IPCS 2, it electronically facilitates 
communications and transactions between at least two other participating 
5 parties, namely consumers and service providers. Computer systems in system 
STN 1 may be networked over LANs, WANs, the Internet or other known network 
systems 5 using known protocols for such systems, including TCP/IP. To 
illustrate the range of possible computer systems that may be present in STN 1 , 
computer systems are represented as servers and PCs. This is merely for 

10 example purposes. 

Fig. 2 illustrates features that may be typically found in a computer system 
e.g., 2, 3, or 4 of a participating party or other party in STN system 1. As used 
herein a "computer system" generally means a set of hardware and software 
components as is known in the art. A computer system 2, 3, or 4 generally 

15 includes: central processing unit ("CPU") 2.01; memory (RAM or ROM) 2.02, 
software applications or program modules 2.03, operating system 2.04 and 
network interface 12.05, and related I/O subsystems. A computer system may 
include one or more of the following: disk drive, input devices such as keyboard 
or mouse 2.06, display monitor 2.07, networking card, other subsystems known 

20 in the art, web browsers, web servers, database management system software, 
and/or communications software. It will be understood by persons skilled in the 
art, that a computer system may also be in the form of a Personal Digital 
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Assistant (PDA), a wireless computer system or device capable of 
communications over the Internet or other network, or a computer terminal (thin 
client) or Internet appliance capable of such network communications. 

A "participating party's computer system" is a computer that is 
5 substantially under the operational control of a participating party and does not 
necessarily need to be owned by a party. For example, the computer system 
used by a consumer at an Internet Cafe would be a consumer computer system 
while under the control of a consumer. Similarly, a participating party's computer 
system could conceivably serve multiple rolls. For example, an insurance 

10 company service provider computer system could also be a consumer computer 
systems if it was being used by an insurance company employee to select long 
distance telephone service for the company from the IPCS. A participating party 
computer system may be in the form of a distributed system not under a single 
housing or roof but having the distributed components under the operational 

1 5 control of a participating party. 

A participating party's computer system may include hardware and 
software for data capture. Such components may be referred to as a "data 
capture server. A data capture server's functions include accepting data transfer 
from one or more data sources that may be outside a participating party's 

20 computer system. The source of the data may be another participating party's 
computer system. Data may also enter a data capture server by direct manual 
input or connection to storage medium such as a CD-ROM, disk drive, floppy 

GanzLaw, PC 
PO Box 10105 
Portland, Oregon 97296 
Phone: (503)224-2713 
Docket No.: RIG/00-0001 

Express Mail No: US627039236US, Deposited January 2, 2001 



\ 



D 

Li. 



^ -13- 

drive, memory cards, ZIP drive cartridges, and the like. Appropriate parsing 
applications could parse the data captured from forms into appropriate database 
records and fields. XML based applications are suitable for authoring forms, 
transferring data into the database, and extracting data and information from a 
5 database. 

A participating computer system may further comprise or include software 
and hardware for presenting data to other computer systems. Such components 
may be referred to as a "presentation server". In certain embodiments, the 
presentation server is a web server for an Internet or intranet website that serves 
10 web pages to other participating parties through browsers in their computer 
systems. The web pages may be served via known TCP/IP protocols and 
formatted in known formats of standardized mark up languages such as HTML 
and XML. 

Computer systems of system 1 may execute a conventional operating 
15 system, including, but not limited to, Microsoft Corporation's Windows (sm) 3.x, 
95, 98, 2000, ME, NT or DOS operating systems; Linux operating systems; Sun 
Microsystems' Unix Solaris operating systems; IBM's AIX Solaris operating 
systems; SGI's IRIX Solaris operating systems or other operating systems, 
including, but not limited to Window's CE, Palm OS, etc. for PDAs, cellular 
20 devices, web devices, or other computing devices. The possible software 
components of a computer system described herein, including operating system 
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and application software, may reside on one or more hardware components 
providing addressable memory for the computer system. 

A participating party's computer system may manage data, including 
access, retrieval, transfer, addition, deletion, modification and/or storage of data 
5 in any variety of known data storage media, including local hard drive, CD-ROM 
or other mass storage device, local area network servers, wide area network 
servers, storage resources substantially under the control of the participating 

O 

party on a server that is shared with other parties (including servers shared with 
?l other participating parties, such as a server provided by an IPCS, as described 

jq 10 below), and local RAM, if data is generated on demand or linked to other 

fy 

s programs such as spreadsheet or database programs executing in RAM. 

Data and information may be formatted by a participating party's computer 

O 

jif system for printing, viewing, transfer to another computer system, storage in any 

of many known formats, including, Adobe PDF; rich text (RTF); SGML formats 
15 including HTML and XML; ALLAIRE Cold Fusion CFML; MICROSOFT ASP; 
JAVA Script MICROSOFT Word, Excel, Access; bitmap, JPEG, GIF, and other 
graphics standards. It could also be presented in audio or video formats such as 
WAV, JPEG, and MP3 formats. 

The STN 1 may generally be divided into a client side system of 
20 participating party computer systems 3 and 4 or network terminals and a server 
system of IPCS 2. 
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ln a preferred embodiment, IPCS 2 includes a server with a set of program 
modules 2.03. Each module is a set of software objects and/or program 
elements, collectively having the ability to execute independently in a separate 
thread or logical chain of process execution. Each module may be executed as a 
5 separate logical server or using a separate physical device. However, for clients 
such as the consumer computer systems 3 and service provider computer 
systems 4, the IPCS server may operate as a single logical server available 
using the network 5. 

Various services available to consumers and service providers through the 

10 IPCS are discussed in detail below under certain headings for each service. 
Other modules relating to technical implementation of the services are as follows. 
The IPCS may include a login module for controlling access to resources on 
IPCS 2. This module is responsible for password checking, access control, and 
assignment of a particular service program module to service the client. Each 

15 participating party computer system is serviced by a specific login module. The 
IPCS also may include a consumer module and service provider module for 
handing all server-side application requirements of consumer computer systems 
and service provider computer systems, respectively. The IPCS also includes an 
administration module that handles all server-side application requirements of an 

20 administration station associated with the IPCS. 

The IPCS may also include various external interface modules for 
converting incoming data, such as application or enrollment form data to a format 
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for communication with the respective application module or database. The 
IPCS may also include various external service modules. Each external service 
has a module for communicating with an external service and for obtaining 
information in a format required by the external service. For example, one of the 
external service modules could be used to obtain credit scores and reports from 
credit reporting agencies. Another module that may be included on the IPCS is a 
notification module. This module handles notification and electronic mail 
communication with the participating parties. The IPCS may include a database 
interface module. This module handles all interface requirements between 
application modules and the databases. For example, the database interface 
module manages (a) the number of simultaneous connections to the database 
such that the total number is maintained within applicable license agreements; 
and (b) any integrity problems in interactions between application modules and 
the databases. Thus, this module allows the IPCS to be connected to different 
types of databases such as relational databases or object-oriented databases. 
Another module that may be included in the IPCS is a consumer profile module. 
This module receives the consumer profile data sent to the IPCS and performs 
intake operations on the data so that it may be used in other modules. 

The present invention contemplates that participating parties will create 
and manage database records, input and manage data, upload files, 
communicate, compute data, collaborate, and exchange things with each other 
through their respective computer systems. The data and files may be 
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transferred or presented to computer systems by participating parties via user 
interfaces developed in Standardized General Markup Languages (SGML), 
scripting languages, and other known languages or protocols. Such languages 
and protocols include MICROSOFT ASP, CFML, JAVASCRIPT, JAVA, COM, 
CGI, HTML, and/or XML. To provide the foregoing functionality, the user 
interfaces would typically be in the nature of electronic pages such as web pages 
or email pages that, through appropriate computer code from such languages, 
are associated with databases, web servers, web browsers, file servers, network 
communications links, email programs, etc. The electronic pages could be static 
pages stored on a server or database or pages dynamically created through 
appropriate scripts, for example. 

For purposes of example and not limitation, the contemplated data types 
used in the STN include details supplied by a consumer to an online service 
application, enrollment form, or request for quote of service program details. For 
example, the details could be supplied to an application for auto insurance; to a 
consumer profile form that includes fields for consumer attributes and/or service 
selection criteria. Likewise, service providers could communicate data 
representing details of a service program offered by a service provider, e.g. 
terms of insurance coverage such as costs, limits, and deductibles. 

Hereinafter "consumer profile" data means any data supplied by a 
consumer for use by the IPCS in a program module 2.03(a)-(h), discussed below. 
It includes data relating to a consumer's personal attributes, service sector 
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interests, service provider and/or service program selection criteria or 
preferences. Hereinafter "service provider profile" means any data supplied by a 
service provider for use by the IPCS in a program module 2.03(a)-(h), discussed 
below. It includes data relating to a service provider's service sector, company 
5 information, and service programs and/or offerings. A data capture server 
associated with a computer system of a participating party may assign data to a 
database, import or convert the data into a file format, or make the data 

S 

\0 accessible to application software (program modules), which may process, 

W evaluate, or otherwise compute the data. 

W 

10 STN 1 may include one or more web servers for presenting and/or 



3 



capturing data. IPCS 2 would usually include or otherwise be directly associated 
with a web server and associated data store or database, as indicated in Fig. 1. 
As used herein, a web server generally refers to a computer system that runs 
web server software that enables access by remote computer systems or 

1 5 terminals via the Internet or other network transport to allow presentation of data 
and information typically in the form of web pages or streaming media; data and 
information storage and transfer; and other transactions or processes that are 
known in the art to occur on web servers. Suitable web server software is well 
known and includes Apache Software Foundation's Apache Server web server; 

20 Netscape's FASTTRACK series web server, Microsoft Corporation's IIS, and Sun 
Microsystems' JAVA WEB SERVER. A web server in IPCS 2 may be associated 
with appropriate scripts to process captured data or to present processed data. 
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To illustrate certain features of the present invention, the following 
description is in terms of an online application for auto insurance. However, 
persons skilled in the art will recognize that this is not a limiting example but 
serves as a representative example of how the present invention could be 
5 applied for a variety of different services over a variety of service sectors. In this 
example, an online application may be presented to a participating party, such as 
a consumer, from any number of sources including the IPCS 2 or an insurance 
broker's website. In the latter regard, the IPCS may include web pages with a 
link to the insurance broker's website. An application, enrollment form, or 

10 response to a consumer's request for information may also be emailed or 
otherwise electronically communicated to a consumer by the IPCS 2 or service 
provider computer system 4. The application may also be presented to an 
insurance broker or other participating party that completes the application on 
behalf of a consumer, or assists the consumer in completing the application. 

15 In a preferred embodiment, the auto insurance application for presentation 

to a participating party is located on a web server that is part of the IPCS 2 or 
otherwise associated therewith. In the case of online auto insurance, the 
application may be served to the consumer through HTML, XML, Java Script, 
ActiveX, Applet, CFML, MICROSOFT ASP, or through other known mechanisms 

20 or formats that can be retrieved by a consumer through a conventional web 
browser or other known interface. (Other servers in system 1 may use the same 
mechanisms or formats for interfacing with web browsers on other computers.) 
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After a consumer completes an application or other form, the resulting 
application data is captured by a data capture server in the IPCS and logged into 
a server log. The log records the collected data and may assign an identifier or 
key value to the data. For example, the identifier could be an indicator of any 
number of things including the time of receipt, source (e.g., the particular 
consumer's name or login id), etc. The logged data may then be parsed by a 
software module program or script that assigns items of the raw data into 
predefined fields in a database in IPCS 2. Data input by consumers into 
electronic forms may be parsed, for example, by custom software, available 
=5 10 freeware, or commercially available XML parsers, in the case of XML form data. 
The parsing program may be created or adapted using standard program 
techniques that are known or within the skill of persons in the art. The parsing 
program would be designed to map data from, for example, the auto insurance 
application into database records. Alternatively or simultaneously, the data may 
15 be directed by a script or other program directly into a program module for 
processing the data. 

In a database for storing the application data, each record would be 
composed of one or more fields that correspond to the class of an item of data 
and/or the value of an item of data. Any field may be keyed to any one or more 
20 other fields. For example, in the case of a loan application, the database would 
contain tables that include a field for attributes (application details) such as age; 
place of residence; amount of insurance coverage sought; service subscription 
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details, desired deductibles, billing and account details, incentive program 
details, etc. 

In like manner, database records may be created for any other consumer 
profiles, service provider profiles, and other categories of collected data. It is 
contemplated that a single consumer may create a single master profile, or any 
number of separate profiles relating to, for example, separate service sectors. 

Databases may be based on any number of known DBMSs, including 
hierarchical databases, network databases, relational databases, and object 
oriented databases. Suitable DBMS are widely available and include Oracle, 



5 10 Sybase, Microsoft SQL Server, and DB2. One suitable database system is a 

m 

■ relational database based on SQL language. A suitable SQL database would 

M= typically include a Data Definition Language (DDL) for creation of a new 



database and new objects within an existing database; a Data Manipulation 
Language (DML) for processing existing database objects; and a Data Control 

15 Language (DCL) for administering permissions and other security-related issues. 
The data processing is handled by a database engine and can be accessed by 
various querying means, including Boolean logic evaluation, proximity 
calculations, and fuzzy logic evaluation. The databases of the present invention 
may also be custom designed, the design process and features being well within 

20 the skill of persons in the art. US Patent No. 5,983,220 of Schmitt, entitled 
"Database Evaluation System Supporting Intuitive Decision in Complex Multi- 
Attributive Domains Using Fuzzy, Hierarchical Expert Models" discloses, among 
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other things, systems and methods for constructing and querying databases and 
returning and presenting results of database queries. The '220 patent is hereby 
incorporated by reference for all that is disclosed therewithin as if set forth herein 
in its entirety. 

One or more data channels may be defined for the transmission of data 
between components of a single computer system or between different computer 
systems. As used herein "data channel" means a logical event, not necessarily a 
physical channel, directing the flow of data into computer storage and/or 
processing systems. Data channels are determined by the structure of, for 
example, a loan application, or the way answers are coded into database fields, 
and the programs that are to operate on predefined categories or items of data. 
A data channel may also be a logical or computed combination of other data 
channels. More specifically, there could be a data channel assigned to each 
service application or enrollment form attribute. For example, data from a 
database in IPCS may be introduced into one or more program modules 2.03(a)- 
(h) (described in more detail elsewhere herein) that perform a predetermined 
operation on data. The database in IPCS 2 is also in communication with a 
server in IPCS 2, as indicated in Fig. 1. The server may be a web server for 
interfacing with the remote computer systems of participating parties in STN 1 . 
The web server of IPCS 2 may be used to present data from any associated 
database to remote computer systems 3, 4, or other remote system, over a 
network 5. The data may be presented in any known format, including HTML, 
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XML, PDF, CFML, MICROSOFT ASP, and other formats noted elsewhere herein 
or that are known in the art. Alternatively, a presentation server, which may be 
the same as, part of, or separate from the web server in IPCS 2, could present 
the data to a printer or video display or computer system, or through other means 
for displaying data. 

One or more of data channels may communicate data from a database 
associated with IPCS 2 to applications in the IPCS or other participating party's 
computer system calling for stored data. It will be understood that any other 
components of STN 1 may communicate defined fields of data to another system 
component along a data channel assigned to a field(s) of data. For service 
applications, enrollment forms, etc., the predefined data channels may include 
one or more data channels for transmitting data relating to a service application 
or enrollment form details; consumer profiles; service offering details; terms of 
service; billing details; payment details, etc. It is to be understood that such data 
channels are for illustrative purposes only and should not be construed as a 
limitation on how data may be communicated between system components. 

One or more program modules 2.03 may be included in one or more 
participating party computer systems to process data output from another 
participating party to generate desired forms of information or to initiate 
transactions between participating parties, as described below. Preferably, the 
modules are included in or otherwise directly associated with IPCS 2. Information 
processed in IPCS 2 may be presented to an end-user in any known form of 
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communicating information, including: printed reports, emailed reports; server- 
stored reports accessible to end-users over a public or private network, including 
website posted reports. In a preferred embodiment, a presentation server in 
IPCS 2 may serve web pages to remote computers systems through 
conventional TCP/IP protocols or other known protocols. The web pages may be 
presented through conventional web browser applications such as INTERNET 
EXPLORER series of web browsers by Microsoft Corporation, or the NETSCAPE 
COMMUNICATOR series of web browsers by Netscape Communications 
Corporation. 



Service Comparison/Selection Module 
The IPCS 2 may include or be associated with a computer system that 
includes an Automated Service Monitoring Module 2.03(a). In one possible 
embodiment, the module operates as follows. IPCS 2 allows consumers to shop 

1 5 and compare services from a variety of service providers over a variety of service 
sectors. These service sectors include those that consumers pay for on a 
monthly basis, for a flat fee or for free. The service sectors include, without 
limitation, telecom (local and long distance, cellular, paging, voice over IP, calling 
cards, etc.), utilities (gas, electric, water, heating oil), cable television, Internet 

20 service, satellite television broadcast systems, financial (credit cards, banking, 
stocks, bonds, mutual funds, retirement planning, etc.), loans (home and auto), 
and insurance (home owners, automobile, life, health etc.). However, these 
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sectors represent just a few examples of the available service sectors that could 
be included in the system of the present invention. 

The IPCS also allows consumers to compare services based on certain 
criteria or attributes selected by the individual consumer in creating or updating a 
consumer profile for use in querying a database of service providers or 
programs. The IPCS either could contain a database with service provider 
profiles or could be associated with another computer system, e.g., service 



^ provider computer systems with appropriate databases containing details of 



service programs. Database queries can be structured in a number of ways that 
g 10 could produce useful information. For example, a consumer could create a 
3 consumer profile to query the database(s) based on sectors of service, service 

i. ■'' 

H providers, attributes of service (e.g., price, coverage, term, deductibles, etc.). 

9 

Or To illustrate, the consumer could select health insurance, ISP, and long 

O 

^ distance phone service sectors in a search for best service programs in each 

15 sector. The consumer could select further attributes to help define a best 
program in a sector. Attributes could include price, company rating, in the case 
of ISPs, number of hours included in a flat rate plan, etc. Search results could be 
returned to the consumer according to preferences, interest or profile attributes. 
For example, If a consumer is most concerned with price, the available services 
20 can be listed in order from least expensive to most expensive, given the same 
scope of service. If a consumer is most concerned with service levels, the 
available services can be listed in order from highest rated service levels to least. 
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If a consumer's profile indicates a particular region of residence, results could be 
returned according to a service provider's proximity to the region. Other 
parameters, or combinations thereof, may also be selected and/or weighted by 
the consumer to develop a results list. 

The above-described comparison/selection service could be provided to 
users free of charge. Pees may be provided from the service provider in the form 
of sign-up fees and/or ongoing percentages of the monthly billings. 



Automatic Bill Payment Module 

The IPCS 2 may include or be associated with a computer system that 
includes an Automatic Bill Payment Module 2.03(b). In one possible 
embodiment, this module operates as follows. The module helps consumers to 
avoid the time consuming, often painstaking task of paying bills each month. The 
Internet billing and payment service allows consumers to securely receive and 
view electronic copies of their monthly bills on their personal computers in the 
comfort and privacy of their own homes. The users can control the amount and 
timing of their electronic payments, manage their own payment records, and 
save the time and expense of making payments through traditional mail. 

According to the present invention, the bills are forwarded, either 
electronically or via mail, to the IPCS 2 or a selected third party e-billing provider, 
such as PAYMYBILLS.COM or YAHOO!. The bills may be parsed, scanned or 
otherwise input into the site operator's computer system, e.g., the IPCS. The 
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IPCS notifies the consumer by email or other electronic messaging or notification 
system when the bill "arrives," i.e., is processed. At that point, the consumer 
reviews the bill online, selects the amount of payment, and when the funds are to 
be transferred. When the appropriate time arrives, the site operator transfers the 
funds from the consumer's bank to the billing party. In a preferred embodiment, 
a consumer logs into the website provided on the IPCS and accesses a web 
page for managing one or more service provider accounts. The web page either 
provides or links to other pages that show bills from the service providers. The 
web page(s) include user interfaces that allow the consumer to input payment 
03 10 amounts and other details related to making a payment. The consumer can then 

3 S Ei 
' ST 

* send the payment electronically to the service provider. The IPCS acts to route 

M the data relating to the payment to the consumer's financial institution 

Q 

W responsible for making the payment (e.g., bank, credit union, credit card 

^ company etc.) and simultaneously to the service provider. When the service 

15 provider receives payment, it will update the consumer's account to reflect that 
payment has been received. The IPCS can also be updated with the details of 
the transaction. The consumer may access the updated account information 
through the IPCS or directly through a website on the service provider's computer 
system. In an alternative embodiment, the consumer can use web page user 
20 interfaces on the IPCS to authorize the payment to occur in a truly automatic 
mode. In other words, based on instructions issued by the consumer through the 
IPCS, amounts that are due under one or more accounts will automatically 
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transfer to the service provider on a given date without user intervention. Of 



course, bills could be electronically transmitted to the consumer before or after 



the transaction so that the consumer has an opportunity to question unusual 



charges. 



5 It is anticipated that the automatic bill payment feature would be provided 



to consumers for free, a monthly fee, or a per transaction fee. 



1=1 

Automated Services Monitoring Module 



tff The IPCS 2 may include or be associated with a computer system that 

|j 10 includes ah Automated Services Monitoring Module 2.03(c). In one possible 
^ embodiment, the module operates as follows. The module automatically notifies 



U consumers if a service becomes available which better suits their needs or 

fu preferences, as reflected in consumer profiles. These "needs" or "preferences" 

H" can be based on price, service levels, or other distinguishable qualities. The 



15 consumer accesses the IPCS via user interfaces such as web pages stored on 



the IPCS and creates a profile by entering or calling up present service attributes 



and prioritizing certain service criteria, such as price or service levels for each 



service sector of interest. The profile is stored and used periodically in a query of 



the service program databases. And, if another service becomes available which 



20 surpasses the selected criteria, the consumer is notified via email or other 



electronic messaging or notification means, such as instant message, or updates 



to an account page on the IPCS or a web portal of particular service provider or a 
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portal for a collection of service providers. The notification preferably includes 
means to accept a service program and institute services. A page on the IPCS 
for a consumer's personal access may also be automatically updated in the IPCS 
database to post service program offerings and/or to reflect changes in service 
5 programs that are offered. Typically, this feature would be provided to 
consumers for free, for a fee per transaction, or for a monthly fee. The foregoing 
features could also be used to notify the consumer of offerings in service sectors 

S where the consumer is not enrolled in a service but for which the consumer has 

Si 
m 

r: created a profile expressing interest. 

£ 10 

c i S 
: w 

3 Automated Best Services Selection Module 

H The IPCS 2 may include or be associated with a computer system that 

s . 1 5 

2 includes an Automated Best Services Selection Module 2.03(d). One possible 

si 

embodiment of this module is as follows. The module is similar to and may work 
15 in conjunction with the Automated Services Monitoring Module referenced above. 
Once the Automated Best Services Selection Module finds a service which better 
suits the needs or preferences of a consumer, the consumer can be 
automatically switched to that service directly by the IPCS. According to the 
present invention, the consumer selects this feature, provides authorization for 
20 the site operator to act on their behalf with respect to service selection, and 
creates a profile(s) by entering present service attributes and prioritizing certain 
service criteria, such as price or service levels. The profile is stored in a 
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database included in or associated with the IPCS. Periodically, the program 



module included in or associated with the IPCS determines whether a profile 



matches a service offering provided by a service provider. The attributes for a 



service offering are also stored on a database included in or associated with the 



5 IPCS. An example of an associated database containing service offering 



attributes would be a database maintained by a service provider. If the program 



module on the IPCS determines that another service becomes available which 
^ surpasses the selected criteria in a consumer profile, the consumer is 

?l automatically switched to that service. Alternatively, the consumer may be 

10 prompted by email or other electronic messaging or notification system (e.g. web 

Us 

& page accessible by consumer) that a better a matching service has come 



available. The user can then electronically accept the service offering through a 



yf user interface presented with or otherwise associated with the electronic page 

having the details of matching services. The current service criteria is then 



15 stored, and is maintained until another service provider is found which surpasses 



the then current criteria. The foregoing features could also be used to enroll the 



consumer in service sectors where the consumer is not enrolled service but for 



which he or she has created a profile expressing interest. 



In one embodiment, the consumer's profile is automatically created from 



20 the consumer's existing subscription of services. Using well-known programming 



techniques, a parsing or database querying program may be written that looks up 



details of each user subscription stored in a database or file on the IPCS. The 
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program then parses or searches for predetermined attributes that are in the file 
or database and creates a profile therefrom. The profile may then be compared 
against service provider programs or offerings for matches. 

In the foregoing embodiments, the program module may be set to not only 
5 return full matches but also partial matches. A consumer may be automatically 
enrolled based on a partial match, if the consumer has agreed to some criteria 
^ for partial matches. Alternatively, the consumer may be presented details of the 

if* 

Ci partial match and prompted for acceptance or rejection. 

in 

y This feature could be provided to consumers for a monthly fee, for free, or 

CS 10 for a per-transaction fee. The functionality can be provided directly by the IPCS 2 

!L or subcontracted to a third party provider. 



Services Search Module 
The IPCS 2 may include or be associated with a computer system that 
15 includes a Services Search Module 2.03(e). One possible module is as follows. 
The Module allows consumers to search for services that are not represented on 
the system site. The consumer enters certain descriptors or "keywords" and then 
initiates a search. The search results are listed in order of relevance. This 
feature would normally be provided to consumers for free and powered by one of 
20 the many available search engines such as AltaVista, Yahoo!, Excite, or by a 
custom developed search engine. 
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Incentive Program (Universal Points™ System) Module 
The IPCS 2 may include or be associated with a computer system that 
includes an Incentive Program (Universal Points™ System) Module 2.03(f). One 
possible embodiment is as follows. The module allows consumers to accumulate 
"points" based on the services they have selected using the IPCS and the 
monthly billings for such services. Consumers accumulate Universal Points™ or 
U-Points™ based on the monthly dollar amounts paid to the service providers 
participating in the IPCS website program. The consumer can then "cash in" 
their U-points for selected prizes offered on the site. The number of U-Points 



f£ 10 required for a particular prize varies depending on the cost of such prize. The 

fU 

r prizes are provided by sponsors which may be given advertising on the website 

jjSBS. 

U in lieu of payment. 

fU 

^ Data Mining Module 

15 The IPCS 2 may include or be associated with a computer system that 

includes a Data Mining Module 2.03(g). One possible embodiment of this 
module is as follows. The module allows the IPCS to analyze a potential 
consumer's bills and spending habits to determine if another service offered 
through the IPCS better suits their needs. Through strategic partnerships with 
20 financial planning entities and bill payment services, the IPCS will be able to 
mine the data of consumers and then offer most cost effective solutions. Data 
mining software could be custom designed or obtained from commercial sources. 
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1 

For example, data mining software is commercially available from a variety of 
commercial sources. For example, SPSS, Inc, Chicago, III. (www.spss.com) 
produces various commercial software products for data mining. In addition to 
the foregoing, the data mining could be directed to other needs of participating 
5 parties. The data may be analyzed or processed to generate statistical, 
demographic, and other pertinent information about consumers; service 
programs; consumer satisfaction with service providers; service programs and/or 
offerings; and market research information. The Data Mining module could be 
ported to or otherwise integrated with the Incentive Program Module to support 
10 the functionality of other modules 2.03 described herein, such as the Incentive 
Program Module or the Pooling Module. 



Pooling Module 

The IPCS may include or be associated with a computer system that 
15 includes a Pooling Module 2.03(h). One possible embodiment is as follows. As 
the IPCS base grows, so will the potential to negotiate better rates with the 
service providers. Once a particular service and/or service provider reaches a 
critical mass of consumers and monthly billings, the IPCS automatically or 
through administrators will contact the respective service provider computer 
20 systems or administrators and negotiate better rates for its patrons. The 
consumers may be given incentives to participate in pooling programs offered by 
certain service providers or groups of service providers. For example, 
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consumers could be notified that if the total number of consumers enrolled in a 
certain program reaches a particular level, the cost of service to the consumer 
will decrease a certain amount. The discounts could automatically be applied 
through the IPCS pooling module and consumers notified accordingly. In 
5 another embodiment that could be implemented in conjunction with the Data 
Mining Module, service providers are notified of total enrollment of consumers in 
a particular service sector across a variety of service providers in the sector. 
\S Based on the numbers, service providers could offer pooling programs or other 

01 special offers through the IPCS. The Automated Best Services Monitoring 

10 Module and Automated Best Services Selection Module could also be integrated 
into the foregoing so that consumers automatically learn of or are enrolled in 
service programs that best match their profiles. 

In view of the foregoing, it can be seen that combinations of the foregoing 
modules 2.03(a)-(h) in the IPCS should result in substantial synergies, improving 
1 5 significantly over the prior art. 

Fig. 3 shows certain general, overview steps performed by or in 
connection with the IPCS relative to program modules 2.03(a)-(h). Other steps 
are as noted above. In step 3.1, the IPCS sends a consumer an electronic page 
with a user interface for inputting consumer profile data. The consumer inputs 
20 data 3.2 relative to a transaction under one or more of program modules 2.03(a)- 
(h). The data is sent 3.3 to the IPCS. The IPCS determines 3.4 if a profile 
relating to the transaction already exists. If a corresponding profile does not 
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exist, one is created 3.6 and stored in a database that is part of or otherwise 
associated with the IPCS 2. If a corresponding profile exists, it is updated 3.5 as 
necessary. 

Data captured from a user interface form may be used to construct and 
submit a query 3.7 to a database(s) of service provider profiles to determine 3.8 
matching programs or offerings. The query can include instructions to return 
partial matches. It is also noteworthy that the captured data can be directly used 
in a query without first storing data in a database associated with IPCS 2. 

If a program is found that matches (this might be a partial match where 
partial matches are deemed acceptable) a consumer profile to a predetermined 
degree, the consumer may be automatically enrolled 3.9 in the program(s) or 
offering(s) or notified 3.9 of such programs or offerings. If a matching program or 
offering is not found, the consumer may be notified 3.10. Although not shown in 
Fig. 3, the query 3.7 may be periodically run again to monitor for updates to the 
services provider profile database(s). In step 3.1 1 , the consumer and/or service 
provider databases may be updated to show new enrollments, status of offerings, 
etc. 

The business model of the present system may generate revenue to the 
operator of the IPCS in one or more ways, including: a service provider "signing 
bonus," a percentage of the monthly service provider, billings and/or advertising 
revenue. 
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Typically, service providers pay signing bonuses to brokers or resellers 
when they sign up a new consumer. For every service consumer that signs up 
through the system site, revenue will be generated in the form of the signing 
bonus. In addition, it is common for service providers to pay brokers or resellers 
a percentage of a consumer's monthly service fees to prevent "churning." This 
commission varies according to the particular service and provider, however, this 
will add to revenue on a monthly basis. Lastly, revenue may be generated from 
^' the advertisements, banner or otherwise, which appear on the site. 

Other revenue streams may be generated from the fees charged to 
gj 10 consumers for certain site features, including the automatic bill payment service 
or automatic best services selection. Where the system site does not provide the 
particular feature or service internally, revenue streams will be generated from 
the commissions paid by the third party providing the feature. 

Other possible sources of revenue include promotional fees paid by the 
15 selected services search engine and the selling of the consumer list. 

Example Features For Administration of Participating Party Computer 

Systems 

The IPCS may include one or more of the following administrator 
20 resources: 

• administrator resources that allow an administrator of the IPCS, or a 
participating party authorized by the administrator, to post content or 
input data to the IPCS or computer systems associated with the IPCS; 
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• administrator resources for setting access permissions, security 
procedures, and login procedures for participating parties; 

• administrator resources that allow a participating party to control who 
has access to IPCS resources; and 

5 • administrator resources that allow participating parties to post certain 

kinds of content to IPCS 2. 
_ To streamline the interchange of data and files between participating 

parties, the interchange party may provide other participating parties 
£1 standardized electronic pages in the nature of customizable forms, formats or 

fg 10 templates for the creation of data input forms. As indicated above, the forms 

fll 

s could be provided in electronic pages written in SGML such as HTML or XML. 



p 1 * 



For consumer participating parties, the pages could include predefined form 
fields for input of data such as name, address, age, and other consumer 
attributes. A master consumer profile form could allow a user to create a profile 

15 that would be as comprehensive as possible for the attributes need by all sectors 
of service providers. The relevant portions of the profile could then directed to 
various service providers in various categories. It can also be used in the best 
services and automatic bill payment features, discussed above. 

The forms could include popup menus so a consumer does not need to 

20 input every attribute, but can select choices from a menu list. 

The IPCS may provide administrator interfaces for service providers or 
others on their behalf to input into the IPCS a service provider profile that 
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includes details of their service programs, offerings, and other relevant 
information. The administrator interfaces may include, for example, customizable 
user interfaces in the form of web pages. A service provider may use and 
customize the web pages for presentation to consumers via the IPCS. For 
5 example the web pages could be customized to provide: 

• descriptions of service programs and offerings by the service provider; 

• price and other terms of service; 

%0- • uploadable files to consumers in the form of applications or enrollment forms 

Sf 

K! or in the form of informational material, guidelines, any other documents the 

t% 10 service provider wishes to make available to consumers about the company 

fU 

g or its services (the files could be uploaded in any number of formats including 

O 

m HTML, .pdf, XML, .gif, .tif, or text); 

fU . contact and company information; 

O 

^ • links to the service provider's own website that resides on the service 

1 5 provider's own server and/or links to other relevant sites; and 

• data input fields for consumers applying or enrolling in service programs 
online, paying for services, requesting information, etc. 

The foregoing embodiments are for illustrative purposes and are not 
intended to be limiting, persons skilled in the art being capable of appreciating 
20 other embodiments from the scope and spirit of the foregoing teachings. 
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